Mills had been at the heart of the groundbreaking Shuffle Along (1921), vividly described by Langston Hughes as 'a honey of a show. Swift, bright, funny, rollicking, and gay, with a dozen danceable, singable tunes….it gave just the proper
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Set at the heart of the modern metropolis, Dover Street to Dixie opened with a group of fashion-conscious revellers leaving a trail of night clubs behind and looking for yet more fun. Here was London in what would become known as the 'jazz age', asserting its contemporaneity through a dance and music culture where 'London's rich and privileged upper classes reconstituted themselves along more glamorous American lines'. 5 Walbeck's fashionable London house in Dover Street. 7 The setting is itself emblematic of a certain ambiguity, an evocation of both refined tradition and the hustle and bustle of contemporary urban life. Dover Street, off Piccadilly, was originally residential, the work of a seventeenth-century syndicate of aristocratic developers responsible for other eminently desirable addresses in central LondonBond Street and Albemarle Street. By the end of the nineteenth century, however, Dover Street had become a much a livelier place. Surrounded by all the glamour of club land, it was distinctly 'ritzy', a status it continued to hold into the 1920s and beyond.
The central narratological figure in the show is a strange old man, a 'Georgian …gentleman clad in garments of 200 years ago', who emerges mysteriously from a 245 hole in the ground at the beginning of the show. 'As I journeyed homewards from the Tavern last night, somewhat unsteadily', he explains, 'I fear I must have stumbled into this excavation and thus was laid low in a stupor'. This unnamed figure has no idea where he is. The cockney night watchman, struggling to understand the stranger's style of talking, thinks he must be a 'blinking foreigner', an insult that produces immediate, unequivocal rebuttal. 'Sir, I am a loyal subject of King George the First.' Here, then, the confusion is at least partly explained. The old gentleman, later revealed to be no less a figure than John Gay, author of arguably the first modern English musical, The Beggar's Opera, is a time traveller. He has 'swallowed a drug for a wager', which it was claimed, 'could make a man sleep for two hundred years'. 8 He has slept through time from the eighteenth century to the twentieth, a Rip van Lewis's 'paleface' West. 16 Its appropriation of an 'expressive vitality…[used] to make the song-and-dance musical truly modern', simultaneously negotiated the fact that, for many, jazz was an unwelcome and dangerous innovation. 17 The 'wild' and 'primitive' associations, so much loved by the European intelligentsia, became connected in the minds of a more conventional bourgeoisie with every kind of disturbance to civilised calm, from 'unpredictable, fragmented excitement…to antisocial behaviour.' 18 The racialised dimensions to this dynamic were obvious and always threatening the boundaries of 'safe pleasure' which the text and performance people were killed, dozens injured and at least 250 arrested'. 19 Various interpretations of national identity emerged from metropolitan and colonial opinion in relation to these disturbances. The standard response, however, expressed narrow versions of patriotism and put 'Britishers first'. 20 In the press, the inclusion of high profile but also a politics of place and identity', where 'an indigenous tradition of English patriotism' could be underpinned by nostalgia for pastoral, the folk ideal and 253 deference in a responsible social hierarchy. 27 Such a politics perpetuated the myth of a syncretic English society and sought to neutralize social conflict, the product of 'working-class consciousness' constructed as a 'foreign import'. 28 Baldwin presented this political platform in terms of 'compromise and consensus'. It was designed to displace the old jingoism of Empire and imperialism, a discourse badly compromised by war-indeed a Victorian leftover held by many to be species of warmongering, and even responsible for war. The main continuity in his reimagining was the notion of a 'nostalgic ideal of English independence', permanent,
timeless and yet adaptive to modern conditions: 'we must see to it that in some way we can preserve the character of our people to meet the changed conditions of the age, and see that our character triumphs over our environment'. Continuity with the past was to be based, not on economic power or military might, but on something more 'human' and implicitly evolutionary: 'the old narrow nationalism and the old brazen imperialism must pass….They have played their part….our nationalism and imperialism will not die but they will change, grow more human.' 29 An associated discourse of political culture also began to be asserted at this Britain and its monarch remained the hub of the commonwealth was able in part to compensate for this massive loss of international prestige.' 30 In this way, the cut and thrust realities of Empire acquisition were displaced by a new insistence on a shared, collaborative past, underpinned not by exploitation but, rather, by cooperation in a mutual and shared enterprise. At first sight, the encounter seems confused. There is initial misunderstanding, although this arises not so much from real differences as opposed to expected ones.
Once the Englishman, Joshua, sounds like the stereotype, he is immediately recognised. By the end of the short exchange, the two men accept in each other something approaching a familial connection. A 'special relationship' is formed:
We're getting closer everyday, From England to America to America to-day.
From England to America, Is just across the way. continues, 'wherever Africa Americans created music, dance, poetry, and theatre it was regarded as testimony, bearing witness, challenging racist thinking which suggested that black folks were not fully human, were uncivilized.' 45 For all the dubious instincts and insecurities embedded in the show and its determination to put black performance in a safe place, the Dixie actors, actresses, dancers and musicians, had nevertheless made the transfer from the margins to the mainstream, 'disturbing', as W.E.B. Dubois has it, 'the conventional, acceptable politics of representation.' 46 Certainly the show's audiences were presented with a binary relationship, but it was a confused, ambiguous one. The demarcation between modernity and black America suspended in a non-threatening rural idyll, clear as it was, also constituted a blurring of the lines. In a very real sense, African-American music and dance was bursting through the barricades. Performers like Mills and Vodery had returned the Atlantic crossing, bringing to Europe, with all the usual provisos, the idea that contemporary popular culture at its most exciting was AfricanAmerican.
In that sense the reverse Atlantic crossing was in the process of becoming 
